The US Department of Agriculture should engage in much broader monitoring of the environmental consequences of new crop types, whether they are genetically modified or not, according to a study by the National Academy of Sciences.
The study criticizes the Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service (APHIS), the arm of the agriculture department responsible for crop monitoring, for lacking transparency and scientific expertise. It says the service needs to recruit more ecologists and set up an external scientific advisory panel to enhance the rigour of proposed regulatory changes.
Supporters of transgenic crops argue that special rules are unnecessary because such crops carry no special risks. But the Academy study -written by a panel chaired by Fred Gould, an entomologist at North Carolina State University -introduces a new twist to this argument, by declaring that conventional crops may also pose environmental risks.
The study's authors say that conventional breeding techniques, such as mutagenesis and embryo rescue, also involve genetic manipulation and so should be monitored. "Conventional plant breeding is not what many people think it is," says Alan McHughen, a geneticist at the University of California, Riverside, and a member of the study panel.
The study suggests that the potential environmental effects of conventionally bred crops should be re-evaluated. It also calls for environmental monitoring of crops after commercialization, to ensure that earlier risk assessments have been accurate. Jane Rissler, a director of the Union of Concerned Scientists, welcomes the study, saying that it identifies "areas where the agriculture department needs to significantly improve if it wants to regulate the products of the future". She contends that the current system makes it too easy for crops to enter commercial use.
But Michael Phillips, executive director for food and agriculture at the Biotechnology Industry Organization, says that thousands of products have been introduced so far "without any significant harm either to food safety or to the environment". He claims that the agriculture department's existing regulatory system is viewed as "the gold standard" around the world.
The study was originally requested by Dan Glickman, agriculture secretary in the Clinton administration, and the Bush administration is not considered likely to act on its recommendations. APHIS said in a statement that it had already addressed many of the issues raised, taking steps, for example, to set up a scientific advisory panel. Scientists are divided on that question. Some argue that the transgenes will reduce genetic diversity, whereas others contend that they could either have a neutral effect or actually enhance diversity. s genetically modified maize
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Lack of funds is causing severe cutbacks at one of the few agricultural institutes to focus on the needs of the world's poor.
About a quarter of the workforce at ICRISAT (the International Crops Research Institute for Semi-Arid Tropics) in Andhra Pradesh, India, will lose their jobs, as the institute attempts to make up for a shortfall in support from rich countries' governments.
The institute will undergo restructuring and define a fresh research strategy aimed at securing new sources of funding, such as foundations and corporations, said director William Dar at a press conference earlier this month. This year's budget of US$22.3 million is down by $1.5 million from last year. "We had no option but to streamline the functioning," Dar said. The cut in staffingthe fourth in two years -will reduce numbers by 205 to 600, the lowest since the institute was established in 1972.
Institute spokesman Murli Sharma says that failure by donors to fulfil their commitments is not new. But this year, several donor governments have backed out, using the economic slowdown caused by the 11 September attack on the United States as an "excuse", Sharma says. He declined to identify the defaulters.
ICRISAT is one of 16 agricultural research labs run by the Consultative Group on International Agricultural Research, based in Washington DC. Until now, its main focus has been on the five mandated cropssorghum, millet, groundnuts, chickpeas and pigeonpeas -that are important to poor farmers in arid regions of Africa and India.
Dar says the institute will now diversify into cash crops and livestock rearing, areas he hopes will attract new research sponsors.
These efforts to find new donors are starting to bear fruit. A New Delhi company, Proagro Seeds, has contributed $300,000 for a three-year sponsored project on millet. And the Tata Trust in Mumbai has promised $1 million for a three-year study on watershed management. "We need more nontraditional donors," Dar says. Twelve countries in the developing world have issued a declaration requesting an international agreement to ensure the fair and equitable sharing of benefits derived from the world's biodiversity, such as new drugs and agricultural products.
Between them, the countries -which include China, Mexico, India and Brazilclaim to house nearly three-quarters of the Earth's biodiversity.
The declaration -also signed by Indonesia, Costa Rica, Colombia, Kenya, Ecuador, Peru, Venezuela and South Africa -was issued on 18 February at a meeting of environment ministers in Cancun, Mexico.
The declaration is seen as an attempt by the nations to stake out a unified position ahead of two international meetings -a conference of the parties to the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) in The Hague in April, and the United Nations' World Summit on Sustainable Development in Johannesburg, South Africa, in August.
The CBD was set up in 1992 to create a structure for agreement between governments and corporations for the equitable sharing of the benefits arising from biological resources. But the United States has not ratified it, and the 12 countries say that its principles are not being implemented.
